Pruritus: a practical approach.
Pruritus is usually caused by a primary disorder of the skin, but can also be caused by a systemic disease (Table 1). Some dermatologic conditions that cause pruritus can be inconspicuous or nonspecific (Table 2), while others are usually apparent on physical examination (Table 3). Classification of pruritus as localized (Fig. 1) vs. generalized (Fig. 3) can be helpful in arriving at a correct diagnosis. The history and physical examination are the most important diagnostic tools, though laboratory testing for systemic disease may be necessary. In refractory cases, one should consider occult systemic disease (such as malignancy), psychiatric disease (especially depression), and HIV infection. Subsequent referral to a dermatologist may be indicted. When treatment of the underlying cause of pruritus is not possible, antihistamines and topical agents (menthol, phenol, and/or pramoxine) can be helpful.